THE SOCIAL BARRIERS TO AFRICAN MTREPR^NBURSEIP* Peter Marris
This short discussion of the difficulties in trie way of entrepreneurship in Africa is prompted by some research in Ilenya on which I have been engaged.** It seems to me tnat both sociological and economic ideas about tne origins of entrepreneurship overlook one aspect oi it which, at least in Kenya, may be very important. I will try to explain what 1 think t^is is, and in conclusion, hint at its relevance to overseas aid to Africa, and Kenya s development strategy.
Over the past eighteen months, I have been gathering information about African businesses in Kenya. I interviewed first about fifty small industrial enterprises, which had received loans from the Kenya Government 5 s
Industrial and Commercial development Corporation. Pew as they are, they must account for most of the wholly Africanowned industrial business in Kenya of any size. Most of them are sawmills, bakeries, garages, dry-cleaners, tinsmiths or furniture makers. Then, with tne help of a colleague, we interviewed half the commercial businesses whicii had also been given loans by the 1.C..U.C. -another fifty, mostly wnolesalers and retailers in rural markets. Finally, using teams of students, we interviewed all trie African businesses in ten market centres in different p^rts of the country.
This paper was originally presented in October 196? to a conference at hellagio on the role of private overseas investment in development, held by the Institute of Development Studies at oussex University. I have added a few pages oi policy suggestions at the. end, which were not in tne original paper,
The research is being undertaken for the Institute of Community studies, with a grant from the.Ford Foundation, These markets are usually laid out in a square of shops round a market place, perhaps fifty or a hundred, and most are small retail stores selling the same scanty stock of cigarettes, cloth and general groceries. But there may be, too, several bicycle repairers and blacksmiths, hotels and bars, a barber, a photographer, a hides and skins dealer, a posho mill, a furniture maker or watch repairer, and two rather forlorn petrol pumps in front of the most prosperous store. Some of the shops are always closed, or open sporadically when the owner has no work on Lis farm, and others seem more a way of passing time congenially in the bustle of the market place than a serious enterprise. But many of the successful entrepreneurs made their start here.
Besides these interviews, a colleague and I also interviewed a sample of Asian businessmen in and around Nairobi, because -at least to African eyes -Asian competition is the most serious obstacle to their progress.
All -those surveys were concerned with the organization and progress of the business -their sources of capital and labour, their methods of pricing and accounting, their suppliers and handling of credit to their customers, the difficulties they had encountered and their plans for the future -and with the personal history of the owner, his education and previous experience, his other interests, his farm, his family, his conception of the qualities of successful cntrcpreneursnip, and the problems which African businesses encountered. I have tried to find out some tiling about business as an aspect of social change and reorganization, ana though I have roughly divided the businesses into'successes and failures, 1 was not competent to make an economist's analysis of their worth.
Since I have only just finished collecting this information, I cannot yet give an analysis of the findings.
But 1 hope it may still be worthwhile to discuss a few general ideas that the research has suggested to me. .
The development of African businesses has two aims which, though they merge in practice, arc best distinguished. restlessness. Yet I do not think the goad of these virtues drove them to be entrepreneurs, but rather that -once committed to their businesses, and discovering the satisfaction of creating something of their own -they have come to recognise the sacrifices they must make for it. Where the European manager of-a motor car agency has encouraged on<j of his mechanics to set up his own business, the friendship between them relates the African to the world of Europeans businesses in Nairobi, and opens to nim contracts and custom that he could never otherwise roucii.
The first need, then, is to find and develop points of contact, so tnat tno opportunities of a wiae ranging economic interdependence can be realised through a corresponding network of social familiarity. The ..social counterpart must be as consciously planned as the economic investment itself, seeking to make the most .of networks of distribution, to bring forward African businesses as local suppliers, to involve people at every level in anexchange of ideas and problems.
•In the long run, the more imaginatively and persistently private investors from overseas involve themselves in creating new social relationships and institutions to spread the opportunities of development, the more secure their own contribution will be. It seems to me one aspect of a universal problem that none of us can ignore -that in a world which is becoming more and more closely integrated in its economic life, the social barriers to mutual understanding and co-operation arc in danger of growing more prickly and impenetrable. If this should happen, investment in Africa from overseas will remain as alien intrusion on the margins of African society, alternately resented for the economicopportunities. it pre-empts, and courted for the wealth it produces, both frustrated and frustrating. But it could also be the most influential mc r jris of introducing African enterprise to the world it must master. Essentially, I think we need more facilitators, whose te.sk is to make tne market more perfect by communicating opportunities, between socially isolated but economically interdependent groups, both within Kenya ax±d overseas. Some of these will.be representatives,of large companies, working to extend the opportunities created by their investment into the rural economy.;.
• some will be representatives of associations of African businessmen; some will be government agents, channelling the needs of government departments and local authorities towards African businesses which can supply them; some will be bankers, extending their range of confidence.. But one organization should be created wxth all this as its especial function.
If the argument of this paper is right, the work of the I.C.D.CL, the management Training Centre, Provincial
Trade Officers ana Joint Loan Boards needs to be reinforced by a more direct attack on the social barriers to entrepreneurship. As a matter of policy., I believe it might repay the Kenya government to take these steps:
1. To' set up the marketing intelligence service I have described. . ....t » ;
2. To discuss often with large companies how their investment can generate the widest stimulus to growth, , . and plan with them how to establish the relationships to-facilitate it. To-raise these issues with newinvestors, encourage experiments and their evaluation, and recommend successful experiments to others. The more insistently Government presses its interest, the more seriously companies are likely to respond: the . best of them will certainly be sympathetic.
3. To hold similar discussions with commercial lenders, so that, they progressively relieve government of the burden of financing African entrepreneurship.
4. To channel more of the Government's own needs for goods and services towards African businesses.'. An impartial, system of tendering guards against corruption, but it would not be unfair, at the outset,, to give African businesses some preference, so long as they can meet their competitor's estimates. For. instance, if an African business fails by a small margin to submit a competitive bid, it might be ;: offered-the chance to reconsider" its estimate, before the contract is ^iven elsewhere), : And. there must be all. kinds. of.-special: . needs -important orders for a small business, but not major Government expenditure -which could be notified, through the marketing service suggested, to potential African suppliers.
5-To provide travel grants for. African businessmen to gain specific, practical experience abroad.
None of .this will create competent African businesses, if they.are not there to grasp-the opportunity.
But the evidence of our study suggestsrather, that.there is a great deal of entrepreneurial talent only waiting to be released from the constraints of social isolation..
